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This report was produced with support from the Center for 

Collaborative Conservation.  We would like to thank all of the 

participants in this needs assessment for their generous time 

and insight that helped make this needs assessment a reality. 

The Center for Collaborative Conservation (CCC) helps create innovative 

and lasting conservation solutions for people and nature through 

collaboration. We believe that a collaborative approach can better address 

contentious conservation issues by representing the diverse voices, diverse 

needs, and diverse challenges involved in conservation and livelihood 

decisions.  Leveraging the resources of Colorado State University, the CCC 

uses a multifaceted approach that reflects the universityõs land grant mission 

of teaching, outreach, and research. We train future conservationists through 

university coursework, support conservation practitioners in developing skills 

in collaboration, and investigate how and why collaboration succeeds or fails 

in achieving desired outcomes.  
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Why a needs assessment? 

Conservation Challenges in the American West 

The American West is known for its wide-open spaces, charismatic wildlife 

species, magnificent snow-peaked mountain ranges, vast rolling prairies, 

wild rushing rivers, and iconic public lands. Less recognized has been the 

Westõs rich rural traditions, local agrarian economies, quiet private working 

lands, and the private landowners that have cherished our natural heritage, 

and stewarded natural resources to produce our needed food and fiber.  

Virtually ignored are the conservation opportunities in the Westõs rapidly 

urbanizing landscapes as well. 

In the last two decades, the West has experienced intense change. Popula-

tions have dramatically grown, and an increasing diversity of uses and us-

ers have placed greater demands on our limited natural resources.  Once 

rural agricultural lands and open spaces have converted to urbanized and 

commercial uses. Technology has enabled urban people to move into more 

rural landscapes and live close to where they dream to play. New service 

and recreational industries have displaced rural agrarian economies. Natu-

ral events occur more frequently, at larger and more intense scales, chang-

ing the natural landscape and directly impacting peopleõs lives and liveli-

hoods. Meanwhile, managers of public lands have lost resources and man-

agement capacity. Consequently, communities have struggled to work to-

gether to decide how to manage the Westõs natural resources to meet eco-

logical, economic and social needs. 

Why a collaborative approach to conservation? 

In response, public and private leaders have stepped forward to catalyze 

and facilitate community conversations using collaborative problem solving 

to achieve long-lasting conservation solutions. The most successful collabora-

tive processes are more often community-driven, occur at the scale of the 

conservation problem, and involve diverse stakeholders who are willing to 

seek common ground together, share resources and co-create solutions that 

provide equal benefit to people and place.  

To support these conservation efforts, people have recognized the need to 

strengthen and invest in the sharing and development of skills and tools that 

increase the collaborative capacity of conservation practitioners.  

Conservation practitioners today need to remain highly competent techni-

cally. They also need quality training in collaborative skills and tools to en-

able them to engage effectively with diverse people to solve complex con-

servation challenges. 

tƘƻǘƻǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƻǇΥ  hƛƭ ǿŜƭƭ ƻƴ ŎǊƻǇ ƭŀƴŦΣ//л 

tǳōƭƛŎ 5ƻƳŀƛƴΤ ¦Ǌōŀƴ ǎǇǊŀǿƭΣ //л tǳōƭƛŎ 5ƻπ
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Building support for a collaborative approach to conservation. 

New organizations and programs have emerged to meet this need to build 

skills and tools that strengthen collaborative conservation efforts. 

 

In 2008, the Center Collaborative Conservation (CCC) was created at Col-

orado State Universityõs Warner College of Natural Resources to strongly 

link university research and education to conservation practice. The CCC 

helps create innovative and lasting conservation solutions for people and 

nature through collaboration.  The CCC uses collaboration to exchange re-

sources, expertise, and experience and thereby create opportunities for 

achieving conservation goals at larger scales representing the needs of di-

verse stakeholders. 

 

The CCC has been working with and through practitioners since 2008. We 

are now expanding and formalizing that work by developing a new con-

servation practitioner program. The purpose of this program is to work to-

gether with conservation practitioners to develop, share, and test collabo-

rative tools and skills that will enable current and future conservation prac-

titioners to achieve conservation outcomes. 

What are collaborative skills and tools? 

Collaborative skills are abilities and expertise one can learn through ob-

servation, demonstration and practice, such as leadership, mediation, listen-

ing, and facilitation.  

Collaborative tools are tangible (like a participatory mapping tool or virtu-

al meeting software to broaden participation) or intangible (like the com-

munication techniques) mechanisms that extend a practitionerõs skill set to 

solve particular problems.   

Why did we do a Needs Assessment? 

In order to establish an effective collaborative capacity building program 

for conservation practitioners, the CCC recognized the need to directly en-

gage practitioners in the process of program development and implemen-

tation.  

We designed this needs assessment to ask conservation practitioners three 

main questions:   

Ý What existing collaborative skills and tools are already available for 

current and future conservation practitioners and who delivers them?  

Ý What are the gaps in collaborative skills and tools that conservation 

practitioners feel are needed to further support their conservation ef-

forts?  

Ý What are the best methods to deliver these tools and skills? 

 ò We believe that  for a 

conservation practice pro-

gram to be effective, it 

should be co-designed and           

co-delivered by conservation 

practitioners .ó 

Heather Knight, Associate 

Director of  Conservation 

Practice, CCC 
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Needs Assessment Methods 

In order to establish an effective collaborative capacity building program 

for conservation practitioners, the CCC recognized the need to directly en-

gage practitioners in the process of program development and implemen-

tation. Questions were then refined and finalized. See Appendix A for the 

final interview questions. 

The CCC staff and team members used their conservation networks to cre-

ate an initial list of potential conservation practitioners to be considered for 

interviews. To ensure representation across the conservation practitioner 

community, we established criteria for interview participation, including: 

key conservation leaders or practitioners who are well connected and or 

newly participating in the conservation community.  These leaders and 

practitioners represent key place-based conservation initiatives or their 

member organizations that operate at a watershed or larger scale; or rep-

resent bridging/umbrella conservation organizations that operate at the 

state, regional or national level; or are part of supporting organizations 

(e.g., funding, policy, education organizations); and represent conservation 

efforts across different ecosystems and conservation issues in Colorado and 

the American West.   

We obtained human subjects research approval from Colorado State Uni-

versity for this study. A total of five CCC staff and Team members were 

trained to meet the research standards.  Heather Knight, the Associate Di-

rector of the CCC Practice Program, initially contacted potential interview-

ees and invited them to participate. Prior to an interview, interviewees 

were assured of confidentiality, a unique code was assigned to each inter-

viewee, formal interview consent was obtained, and interview questions 

were shared. We conducted telephone interviews between August 2016, 

and February 2017. As part of each interview, we asked interviewees to 

recommend others to be included in the needs assessment, snowballing the 

list of potential interviewees and increasing the diversity of the participant 

pool.  

Detailed notes were taken during each interview. After completion of each 

interview, notes were systematically reviewed and coded, and illustrative 

interview passages for each code and respondent were entered into a 

spreadsheet. All codes and responses were then analyzed, seeking pat-

terns and themes across questions and respondent types. For each interview 

question and theme we calculated the frequency of responses for each re-

spondent type and for the total sample of respondents. Results were then 

illustrated graphically in chart form. 

Practitioner Group Composition We interviewed sixty-four conservation 

practitioners from across the United States, principally (but not exclusively) 

from the American West, via sixty semi-structured interviews. Practitioners 

were categorized as belonging to one of nine different kinds of conserva-

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

64 Conservation practition-

ers from the American West 

were interviewed to identify 

the most critical skills and 

tools that enable practition-

ers to pursue collaborative 

conservation. 
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The largest group of practitioners (37%) were from place-based conser-

vation initiatives and or members of organizations participating in those 

initiatives. These groups usually operate at the watershed or landscape 

scale implementing conservation actions on the ground and are comprised 

of a mixture of citizens, nonprofit, for profit, and governmental organiza-

tions. Representatives from conservation bridging or umbrella organiza-

tions comprised 14% of the interview pool. Bridging and umbrella organi-

zations typically provide networking, training, technology, policy and re-

source support to one or more  place-based conservation initiatives, and 

operate at the scale of regions, state or multi-state jurisdictions. Academic 

institutions comprised 11% of interviewees and represented both public 

and private universities and or other nonprofit education organizations. 

Federal agency practitioners were also represented as 11% of the partici-

pant pool. The remaining groups each represented 5% or 6% of the total 

interview pool; including state agency personnel, local government pro-

grams, institutions funding conservation efforts, water groups (personnel 

from water conservancy or irrigation districts), and private consultants who 

deliver education and or technical services to the conservation community.  

Practitioners work across a diversity of cultural contexts, from rural to ur-

ban;  geographic scales, from single watersheds to large landscapes; eco-

logical systems and conservation issues; from forests to rangelands fresh-

water to marine systems; and across a mix of public, tribal and private 

ownerships, addressing issues ranging from wildlife habitat, energy, cli-

mate, water, and human use, at the scale of watersheds, large landscapes, 

bioregions and nations. A few participants also work internationally in Asia, 

Canada, and central and South America. 

Participants interviewed             

represented: 

¶ 7 academic institutions 

¶ 24 place-based          

organizations 

¶ 9 bridging organizations 

¶ 3 water groups 

¶ 3 private consultants 

¶ 7 federal agencies 

¶ 4 state agencies 

¶ 3 local government 

¶ 4 funding institutions 

 

ò I am passionate about this 

issue of what conservation 

practitioners need to be bet-

ter collaborators ò.          

Interviewee # CCCNA038 
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NEEDS ASSESSMENT FINDINGS 

Collaborative Conservation Skills & Tools Identified by Con-

servation Practitioners  

Practitioners were asked,  òWhat are the most important collaborative 

skills and tools that current and future conservation practitioners need to 

achieve conservation success?ó Responses fell into one of two overarching 

categories: People & Process Skills and Technical & Knowledge Tools. 

Note that each respondent identified more than one skill and tool. 

People & Process Skills: Respondents identified the following skills as the 

most important collaborative skills for practitioners (figure 2):   

ǐ listening and communicating ǐ  interpersonal relationship manage-

ment ǐ facilitating and decision-making  ǐ understanding others inter-

ests ǐ collaboration 101 ǐ leadership  

By collaboration 101, practitioners meant the need to òunderstand the 

basics of the collaborative processó including òdefinitions, and how to 

form, manage and sustain collaborative effortsó. Many respondents not-

ed that these skills are interrelated and òenable practitioners to under-

stand others perceptions and values, empathize with differences, identify 

commonalitiesó, and using leadership can effectively manage and imple-

ment a òthoughtful and trusted collaborative process that engages all 

sectorsó and òresults in agreed upon solutionsó to conservation challenges. 

 

 

Main issues addressed by 

the Needs Assessment: 

¶ People & Process Skills 

¶ Technical & Knowledge 
Tools 

¶ Who Needs Collaborative 
Skills & Tools 

¶ Preferred Methods for 
Learning Skills & Tools 

¶ In Depth Feedback on 
Learning Methods 

¶ Challenges 

¶ Interest in Short 
Courses 

¶ Value of Internships 

¶ Importance of          
Mentoring 
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Also of importance, but to a lesser extent, respondents identified skills 

needed to manage partnerships and projects, build and maintain collabo-

rative organizations, and linked to that, build organizational capacity, 

manage governance structures and transition organizations, and mediate 

and manage conflict. About 15% of practitioners mentioned the concern 

that as collaborative conservation efforts had increased, these efforts com-

pete for limited resources. Practitioners saw a need for òincreased collabo-

ration amongst conservation organizationsó as an opportunity to leverage 

resources and accomplish more success. 

Fewer respondents identified skills of outreach and marketing, cultural sen-

sitivity, storytelling skills, how/when to merge or network organizations, 

and how to manage volunteers (the latter referring mostly to òvolunteer 

board and staff membersó). 

The need to develop strategic thinking, incorporating local tradition 

knowledge, and finding time for deep thought were mentioned at a low 

frequency. 

Only one practitioner identified the need to know how to evaluate the col-

laborative process as an important skill. 

Technical & Knowledge Tools (figure 3) 

Respondents mentioned the following tools as most important for practition-

ers:  

ǐ finance & fundraising ǐ legal, regulation & policy information ǐ nonprofit 

& executive director 101  

Forty-two percent of practitioners interviewed identified finance and fund-

raising as critical to òbuilding and sustaining the capacity and management 

of organizationsó. Finance and fund-raising includes basic activities and 

tasks such as ògrant writing, tracking and reporting, creating, managing 

and reporting an annual budgetó, as well as more complex activities of 

òlong-term capacity building, financial planning and projectingó, 

òunderstanding  and applying businesses models for long-term organiza-

tional sustainabilityó, and òpublic grant writing and private philanthropyó. 

Practitioners repeated the concern that competition rather than collabora-

tion has increased because resources are limited and the number of collab-

orative efforts has increased. Funders spoke about òpurposefully requiring 

collaboration amongst conservation groupsó to òleverage their resources 

and create larger scaleó conservation impact. 

About 23% of practitioners said it was important for community members 

and nonprofit organizations to òunderstand legal regulations and policies 

within which public agencies and organizations must operateó.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top 6 Skills identified   

¶ listening and               
communicating  

¶ interpersonal relationship 
management  

¶ facilitating and            
decision-making   

¶ understanding others    
interests  

¶ collaboration 101  

¶ leadership  
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At the same time, respondents said it was òimportant for agency person-

nel and organization staff to explain these limitations but work from an 

approach of how collaboration can occur within these limitationsó rather 

than see the òlimitations as reasons not to collaborate at alló. 

Practitioners explained that the òmajority of leaders in conservation rise 

out of the conservation practitioner ranks as professionally trained natu-

ral resource managersó. Few practitioners have formal training in 

òexecutive director and nonprofit and managementó. Recently they see 

practitioners ògoing back to school to get degrees in business manage-

mentó. Hence over 20% of respondents identified nonprofit and execu-

tive director training as important.  

Respondents indicated that practitioners should have a òbasic knowledge 

and understandingó of a number of technical tools. Mentioned as im-

portant were knowledge of other collaboratives activities, basic natural 

and human history of a place, the ability to synthesize scientific infor-

mation and GIS data and apply that knowledge to conservation prob-

lems, how to determine open space human carrying capacity, use of com-

mon data sharing platforms, knowledge of best management practices, 

translating the economic value of natural systems to business,  monitoring 

and adaptive management and how to measure the effects of collabora-

tion on conservation outcomes, and understanding of western water.  A 

few specific tools were noted as important but ònot used widely enoughó, 

including stakeholder analysis, social network analysis, systems thinking 

and landscape level conservation planning.  The need to develop a new 

tool to rapidly assess social readiness in a community was identified.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top 3 Tools Identified: 

¶ finance & fundraising  

¶ legal, regulation &     

policy information  

¶ nonprofit & executive 

director 101 
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Who Needs Collaboration Skills & Tools and What are the Best Methods 

of Delivery 

Practitioners were asked, òWho needs these collaborative skills and tools 

and what is the best method to deliver them?ó 

Who Needs Collaboration Skills & Tools (figure 4) 

About 53% of participants said that everyone, meaning all practitioners, 

need these collaborative skills and tools. 58% of respondents specifically 

identified current practitioners in their mid-careers and the leadership of 

conservation groups including executive directors as needing these skills 

and tools. While 48% of respondents targeted the ònext generation and 

new people coming into the profession and in the first 2-5 years of their 

careeró (figure 4). 

Other groups were also identified at lower frequencies; including public 

land agency personnel (19%), nonprofit organizations and their board 

members, community members, watershed groups and their leadership, 

young agricultural producers, environmental organizations and funders. 

Preferred Methods to Deliver Collaborative Skills & Tools to Practitioners 

(figure 5) 

Many respondents commented that learning and then adopting new òsoft 

skillsó or òpeople skillsó requires a òsafe personal environmentó, òskilled 

and credible trainers,ó and a combination of òclearly delivered theory,ó 

followed by òexamples of successful applicationó and òtime to practice 

these skills and tools,ó and the support of òcoaching and feedback over 

time.ó Not surprisingly, 70% of practitioners emphasized the importance of 

learning from their peers, and using interactive methods that preferably 

ògot them out on the ground, learning skills and tools with peersó while  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who needs collaborative 

skills and tools most? 

¶ Current practitioners in 

mid-career and leader-

ship were identified by 

58% of interviewees. 

¶ Next generation 

(graduating students) and 

practitioners in their first  

2-5 years  of career were 

identified by 48% of   

interviewees. 
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also òaddressing conservation issuesó (55%).  This method creates an 

added benefit of òbuilding networks between practitioners and across 

landscapes and conservation issuesó and provides òinformal mentoring 

and internship opportunitiesó (45%) (figure 5).  

Given practitioners have limited capacity, the idea of offering targeted 

trainings taught by practitioners (31%) at existing conferences in work-

shop interactive styles, was also suggested. Online learning opportunities, 

òwhile attractive because of lower cost and easier accessibilityó, were less 

attractive unless taught by òpeers and included meaningful learning inter-

actionsó. A smaller number of practitioners suggested some basic tools 

òpresented in case study styleó might lend themselves to this mode of 

learning. Experts delivering these trainings in places of conservation ac-

tion instead of peer trainers were less important, and classroom courses 

with a field component were seen as less desirable (14%) than other 

methods of delivery.  Six percent of respondents suggested a òcurriculum 

that allowed practitioners to select coursesó might be attractive because it 

recognized òpractitioners have different levels of skill and need.ó  Web-

sites, newsletters and social media were seen mostly as means for 

òannouncing and exposing ideas and opportunitiesó rather than learning 

activities. 

[ŀǊŀƳƛŜ CƻƻǘƘƛƭƭǎ !ŘǾƛǎƻǊȅ DǊƻǳǇΣ IŜŀǘƘŜǊ 
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Willingness of Practitioners to Participate in Classes or Short Courses 

(figure 6) 

Most practitioners (70%) indicated their willingness to participate in classes 

or short courses. Respondents however identified 23 factors that influence 

their decision to participate (figure 6). The most critical being time and cost. 

The òavailability of financial incentivesó, such as òscholarships, can reduce 

this limitationó. Second most important were factors relating to the method 

of delivery; classes with an òinteractive field componentó and òconducted in 

person by peersó are more attractive.  Other important factors mentioned 

by respondents included, if classes advanced professional development, or 

if the curriculum was designed so practitioners with differing skill levels and 

needs, could òselect from a menu of choices and take classes over timeó, 

and or earn a certification. Some organizations preferred targeted train-

ings for cohorts of practitioners as an alternative approach. Length of time 

and location were influencing factors, as was support of leadership. A small 

number of respondents mentioned that participation might be influenced by 

whether the organization òhad legs, and was likely to be around for a 

while or notó. 

 

 

 

ò Classes or short courses 

would have some value. But 

people are at different levels. 

If you could  choose streams 

and do them at different 

places that would be more 

attractive. ò 

Interviewee  # 

CCCNACE007 
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